Effects of perceptual load on startle reflex modification at a long lead interval.
Inhibition of the startle eyeblink response at long lead intervals has been hypothesized to occur when attention is directed away from the modality of the startle stimulus, particularly if attention is directed to a stimulus of high perceptual load. In a test of this hypothesis, participants performed a delayed-matching-to-sample task. On each trial a pattern of dots (the sample) was followed by a second pattern of dots (the target). The task was to say whether the sample and target patterns matched. Perceptual load was manipulated by varying the number of dots in the sample. Auditory startle stimuli were presented 1200 ms after onset of the samples. A linear increase in startle magnitude was found as the number of dots increased. The results are not consistent with the hypothesis that startle inhibition occurs when the lead and startle stimuli are in different modalities under conditions of high perceptual load.